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ABSTRACT

In this paper I will reflect on the role of identity as it relates to second language
acquisition. My hypothesis is that second language acquisition can be slowed or even halted
when students cannot adapt to the culture of the language they are studying. Student’s facing
cultural conflict tend to distance themselves from the community thereby creating barriers in the
learning process. This hypothesis is based upon my own experience as a third generation
Canadian. I believe the effective classroom will work to reduce cultural conflict by affirming
the learner’s cultural identity and sense of self as they explore the target culture. My teaching
philosophy must account for this, as overcoming psychological barriers is a critical step in the
process of language acquisition.
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PREFACE

I have always wondered why my grandmother never learned to speak English. Not only
did she not speak the language she demonstrated very little desire to learn. Why would she have
resisted learning the language when it would have made her life in Canada so much easier? She
had studied and acquired several other languages while growing up in Russia so clearly she had
the ability.
Language was the barrier that kept me from asking these questions although I did record
an interview I had with my grandmother some twenty years ago. This recoding was done as a
high school project and in this interview I asked her several questions pertaining to her life in
Russia as well as questions related to subsequent years in Canada. It is this work, which began,
all those years ago that has become an integral part of the work I am presenting in this paper. I
have come to believe that my grandmother’s lack of motivation to learn the language came not
from inability at all but from fear. It is my argument that being separated from the country she
called home created within her a conflict and learning and using the English language
represented a loss of her cultural identity. What I am presenting here is an exploration of the
connection between cultural identify and language learning as I believe it just as relevant to my
students as it was for my grandmother. I will be weaving my grandmother’s story throughout my
work to illustrate how her life has impacted my teaching

7

My grandmother passed away in November of 2002 at the age of 99 years of age. She
died one month before her 100th birthday. This recording is a keep sake I have come to cherish
as it is her voice and her voice reminds me of how much she and others like her are willing to
sacrifice so that future generations can have a life filled with possibility.

Anna Martens of Rabbit Lake, Saskatchewan interviewed by author, 20 May
1984, Rabbit Lake, tape cassette recording.

Where were you born?
I am born in Southern Russia, 1902, 7th of December in the village of Kiscash(spelling?)
What type of work was your father involved in?
He was a boss in a mill. That built five farmers to build one mill. He was the
boss there.
What type of work were you expected to do at home?
Work in the garden and in the fields and went to school all the years.
How far away were your closest neighbors?
Just over the fence. There was a big village and we have long strips of land.
House and garden and then the neighbors the same on one side the road and
then on the other side of the road too.
What type of government did you live under? Where they very restrictive or
did they allow you to have. . .
Interruption then German (My mother interprets) Kiser Nicholas and they had lots of
freedom under him.

What type of church did you attend?
Mennonite church
Was it a large church?
Yes.
What type of rituals was there in the church?

Did you wear the black caps

or dress in caps?
No, just . . .
Was there anything that was different?
We sit on one side alone side the other side was the men that was different the years.
And the children sit above (German interruption and mother translates) choir loft.
Each woman have a covering for their head.
What types of restrictions were put on the people by the church like in your
community was there certain things you weren’t allowed to do during the
week or was it much the same as now?
Pause (German) mother translates
Ok, so you got together for choir practice and social evenings but you weren’t allowed to
dance and go to wild parties.
What are some of the differences in the Canadian church? The church here
compared to the church in Russia?
(Interpreted by my mother)
German you were used to attending large churches and when you came to in Canada
they were small cottage churches and cottage meetings.
What type of youth organizations did the churches in Russia have?
(German not translated)

What other type of social activities did they organize was there?
Young girls had sewing circles they got together and did that sort of thing.
Did you attend school?
Three year in the village and then seven years in high school.
What type of subjects did you study in school?
When we grow up we have to learn in Russia, history, geography and all that you
have now.
And you had to study in the Russian language?
And I take German and French. . . I like. I went with the train every morning to
school over the Dnepr River to the city Alexandros and take their Russian high
school.
So it wasn’t a Mennonite private school.
. . . No the? Was the Mennonite and I went to the city Alexandros with the school
train.
Did you have a chance to get a higher education did you have a chance to go
to University?
Ya, a few years more and I would do that just I working during the Revolution.
So that was right during that time, during the Revolution.
Yes
How did you meet your husband?
This was after. We went on the same train to school (laughter) everyday. And he
came the same village.
So you grew up in the same village just other end?

Um hum
Did you know each other before you went to school?
Oh ya
So what was the system of courting? How did you….
vas dat. . . courting? Pause
Translated to English Each Saturday evening the young people come together then they
visit. Who every wanted to visit, visited with their own friend.
So what year were you married?
1922
And was it a big wedding or a small wedding.
Not too big. That was time was the hunger.
Was the wedding ceremony much the same as….
Ya, in the church then the meal

No bridesmaids we borrowed my dress for the

wedding and veil we walked together.
Who married you? (My Dad asks the question
My husband’s uncle John Martens.
So when . . . after this . . . Then you migrated to Canada?
Yes, so five years we still lived… in 27 we migrated
So why did you decide to migrate to Canada?
German translated by my mother. …Communism was taking over and they didn’t have
any more freedom. Grandpa was a minister at that time and his life was in danger.
What was the traveling like?

We take a food along. We came on a ship on the Baltic sea to London and from
there on a big ship ocean ship Loyal. They gave us very good meals. Good time
with library and music was on the ship. Very good trip.
When did you come Canada?
26th of July in Quebec came 27 th to Montreal then to Winnipeg then to Saskatoon
and Hanley.
What type of hardships did you endure?
We had a little sick girl. She was sick from childhood on.
Judith. . . and she have to we bring her to sanitarium in fort Qupelle they could not
help her. The doctors. . . and we were so poor we could not pay for that. Then we
had to take her back and she had bones TB and died she was 12 years old. No
money.
How many other children did you have?
We had two little girls when we came from Russia. We have large family.
What problems did you have in adjusting to the Canadian way of life?
To learn the language and to change farming habits.
How was it different from Russian way of life was there anything the culture
that was terribly different that you had to adjust to?
Ya. We was before in a big village and we was lonesome in the farm. Just far away
neighbors that was different and very poor.
Did some of them speak English?
Yes, they learn and help us little bit
How far away were the neighbors?
settled in the same area?

Were there more Russian people who

A group of … that was our immigrated people.
So you started a Mennonite church in Hanley?
Yes
Was it run much the same way as in Russia?
Ya, there was an old minister and Dad help him too.
Same Sunday school for the children and choir.
After Hanley you moved?
Yes, six years in Hanley then we moved to Reserve Lake.
Did you ever regret coming Canada?
Never, no we are just thankful that we are here that we could have the life here.
Henry was born, your dad too, Uncle Abe and Uncle Corny was in 56 born in
Hanley then came here and Uncle Walter was born in hospital.
Do you still have relatives in Russia?
My husband’s one sister and ya. . .
Do you Know where they are living?
Yes
Are they still living in the same area where you were living?
No, it was moved away. Ya, Our village was flooded by a dam. So that village is no
more. So they moved. And two sisters live in Germany they moved to Germany my
husbands sisters.
What are some of the outstanding memories you have of you the time you
spent in Russia?

I had a very nice childhood home until the war came. Then we had to stop to go to
school and every night we had to watch that nobody come in the house the bandits.
When our village people could take money from them and put them in jails.
Since my father was not home they took my oldest sister to prison
Because we did not have money for them and a few days they could come home.
Then dad come home then they take him an shoot him in the river and that was the
hardest time that mother and me had there.
How old were you at this time?
14 years old
What about in Canada?
Poor so very poor, small children and no money and had to learn the language that
was a hard start. Just thankful that we could have a restful night and nobody steal
and break in like in Russia.
Are your fondest memories of the time you spent in Russia or the time you
spent in Canada?
We are very thankful that we are here and that our children can grow up here in
Canada. We are very thankful for that. Ya, and the best, most Dad wish was to
work alone in his field and all his lifetime he was thankful for that. All his life he
was a Minister and work here in the church like in Russia until he died.
O.K, Thank you very much.

INTRODUCTION

My grandparents moved from Russia to Canada to provide a better life for their children
and ultimately all generations that followed. I am not sure that they were aware of the sacrifices
that would be made as future generations began to adopt not only the new language but the
culture of that language as well. Thomas C. Wheeler (1971) in his book entitled The Immigrant
Experience suggests, “For every freedom won, a tradition is lost” this has certainly been true in
my case.

As a child I remember periods of frustration as I discovered that I could not

communicate with my grandparents. I often felt, whether true or not, that I was a disappointment
to them because I did not speak my heritage language. As a third generation Canadian I
embraced the Canadian English and culture and my siblings and cousins did the same. My
grandparents knew that we were becoming more and more removed from what they identified as
central to our cultural identity. Much of our learning was centered on education, socializing,
various clubs and sporting activities while much of their learning had centered on the values of
religious dedication, hard work, and devotion to the family. I think that all of this could have
been forgiven if it had not been for the greatest disappointment of all; we were losing the
German language. I can only suppose that as we embraced our Canadian identities they felt an
increasing sense of loss that I now feel too.
As I begin my study in the area of identity, culture and language learning I am struck by
the difficulties my grandparents must have faced navigating a new culture. Above all, while I am
convinced that my grandparents braced themselves for the physical struggles they would endure
on the harsh Canadian prairie I don’t think that they anticipated the psychological struggle they
endured. In a study done by Schecter & Bayley (2002) Mexican families where studied with the
intention of looking at the socialization practices of the families. Although the situations for the
families were different all of them claimed that language played an important in maintaining

their ethnic identity. One of the California families started using English at home reported that
loss of Spanish at home was directly connected to feelings “of not being anywhere” of “being in
limbo”. Schecter & Bayley (2002) concluded from this study that the families in California felt
that speaking Spanish at home was necessary in maintaining cultural tradition and identity. One
of the families in Texas spoke only English at home. They reported that there was a concern
about their children’s lack of proficiency in Spanish and a loss of cultural identity. Another
family stated that there was an inability to communicate, “to speak from the heart” referring to
the relationship between a grandmother and her now English speaking granddaughter. Perhaps
this is the price of American settlement. “The sore sacrifice America has asked of its immigrant
sons has been a denial of origin, and the consequences of that denial, though often invisible are
real.”(Wheeler 1971)
I am beginning to understand the depths of some of the sacrifices that my ancestors made
on my behalf. It is as Maya Angelou (Angelou Benefit 1990) expresses so beautifully

“ It

seems very clear then, when we face history, we face the fact that we have already been paid for
and very much loved” This is a reminder that my grandparents willingly sacrificed on my behalf
with a brave and trusting heart. They don’t expect that I repay my debt to them but Maya
Angelou’s work expresses my gratitude. “ I think we should so live that we will not regret years
of useless virtue and inertia and separation and timidity and pomposity. And in dying, each of us
can say ‘All my conscious life and energies have been dedicated to the most noble cause in the
world-the liberation of the human mind and spirit, beginning with my very own”. (Maya
Angelou 1990)
It is too late for me to forge a new relationship with my grandparents as they have all
passed away however, in this exploration I hope to find some answers that will translate their

experiences into my learning.

Essentially, the people that I meet in my classroom everyday are

present reminders of the trials and struggles that come from entering into and navigating a new
language and a new set of cultural expectations.
Through a process of exploration and reflection I intend to develop an approach for
language teaching.

My approach will be based upon theory and reflection of learning

experiences within the classroom but beyond that it will be built upon a foundation that comes
from an imitate understanding of the importance of cultural identity. In developing an approach
to teaching language and culture I seek to develop teaching methods that integrate raising
cultural awareness and language acquisition. In my teaching practice I strive to do more than
give students the linguistic tools to survive in another country, I want to enable them to embrace
their experiences while moving forward with an appreciation of what is different and what will
soon be part of their new experience.

CHAPTER ONE
WHERE DOES CULTURE EXIST

Since asking the question “What is culture and where does culture exist?” I have
come to realize that I am not alone in my quest to concretely define this illusive concept.
As much as anthropologists, sociologists, cross cultural psychologist and of course
teachers, would like there to be one working definition, it appears that this is not to be the
case.

The term “Culture” is thrown around loosely to define almost anything that is

vague and defies quantification. Miriam Webster defines culture as “Integrated patterns
of human knowledge, belief and behavior that depends upon man’s capacity for learning
and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations” Pat Moran (2001) defines culture
as “The evolving way of life of a group of persons, consisting of shared set of practices
associated with a shared set of products, based upon a shared set of perspectives on the
world, and set within specific social contexts”. Perhaps culture consists of rules, which
are understood by a group of individuals who share geographical proximity?

These

rules, having been applied to aspects of daily living, allow for productivity and meaning.
“Culture is made up of observations of their (individuals) own behavior, interpreted and
screened by means of the values and ideals of their society” (Hiebert 1983) This seems
comprehensible in that as social beings we have a desire to exist and identify with those

we consider most like us. Living in community allows us to establish those important
boundaries and resulting comfort zones. We have an innate need to fit in and to be
accepted and when comfort zones are threatened we expend a lot of energy to recreate
them. It is possible that just as we learn to speak based largely on imitation so too
cultural expectations are learned and internalized and become routine patterns of
behavior.
Culture may be something that exists only as a guide by which we judge our behavior
and as a filter by which to process information about our world. Kramsch (1996) states
that “Culture is arbitrary, which doesn’t mean it is gratuitous, only that different events
could have been recorded if other people had had the power to record them, different
patterns could have been identified, these patterns in time could have been differently
enunciated . . ..” Essentially the individual becomes the owner of and the possessor of his
culture through the internalization and processing of events. The events themselves
become less significant than the actual interpretation of those events. So then do we
become the possessor of culture or does culture possess us?
A colleague of mine relates his experience as a new teacher in Korea “ I
remember when I first came to Korea eight years ago. Many things were different than
what I had been accustomed to. A lot of time was spent observing other people.
Understanding daily interactions and behaviors in order to fit in. It was important for
me to know what I was supposed to do and what my roles entailed” This colleague also
recognizes that by participating in all aspects of Korean practices for example working,
paying taxes, contributing to the economy, following and obeying Korean law he is
essentially taking part in the culture as a player. In a real sense this is an example of

becoming an owner of a culture.

Again, my question is where does culture exist? Is it

something we can acquire through well-observed and well-rehearsed behavior? Or, is it
possible that we ascribe values to behaviors that then become central to our overall
identities?
Drawing on my own experience as a Canadian living in the United States I have
some first hand experience with this issue. I can fit in very well because Canadian
culture isn’t that much different from US culture and I do not have language barriers to
overcome. However, this does not alleviate all discomfort. I have attempted to identify
aspects of my identity that I attribute to being Canadian. I often find myself identifying
my particular view or explaining my behavior as “ a Canadian thing”. Although this
statement seems trite and insignificant, for me it is defining, as I recognize the subtly of
values revolving around practices that set me apart in my thinking and in my worldview.
Are these merely individual and personality differences or would my fellow Canadians
claim the behavior and beliefs as I do. Does it really matter? I have identified an aspect
of my value system that for me represents culture and defines who I am and I am ready
to defend it vigorously as my national trademark. My youngest child was three months
old when we moved to Walla Walla Washington.

Recently in a school project my

daughter’s second grade class was asked to talk about their country. When I asked my
daughter “what is your country” without hesitation she responded Canada. I am curious
about this because obviously she has no recollection of ever having lived in Canada.
Somehow, my husband and I have imparted to her the awareness that even though she
lives in the United States she can identify herself with her country of birth. Obviously
the language is not an issue in this case. There is something deeper going on within her

that makes her, like me, want to maintain a connection to Canada. Do I want to adopt a
new identity in order to live as a productive and contributing member of this society?
Can I expect that my students who are studying a new language in order to participate in
the culture want to adopt a new identity?
In our human capacity it is much easier to process the observable than to
evaluate the intangibles that lurk below the surface in what Pat Moran (2002) describes
as the cultural iceberg. Encountering cultural differences can evoke emotions. “Our
emotions are the gatekeepers to our cultural perspectives, guardians of our worldview”
Thus, for the most part, we do tend to adopt cultural behaviors so we will fit in (or more
importantly so we don’t stand out). However, many would agree that the “iceberg” is
present as this represents all that is not visible but is so much a part of the whole.
Values and expectations are infact the true measure of cultural preservation and tend to
become recognizable in the way we teach our children.

What are the elements of our

culture that we value enough to hand down to the next generation?
In an attempt to define culture, two aspects strike me as most significant above
all. Culture does not exist in a vacuum and it does not exist without growth. Culture
to me is the interplay between our need to physically survive and our need to develop
rules or values, which direct our behavior. Valsiner (2003) suggests, “Values are overgeneralized feeling fields that are themselves cultured. Values have channeled our
making sense of the notion of culture itself”. Is it the transmitting of these values that
ensures the viability of a culture? When I consider my grandmother, I am struck by the
awareness that she wanted her grandchildren to learn German. It would have meant a
great deal to her if we could have communicated in her language. Somehow the fact

that the third generation was losing the language represented a loss of culture. I recall
her saying on more than one occasion “Ah, German children who don’t speak German.”
It seems clear to me that while we can participate in the culture in terms of
behavior we own our culture when it has become internalized to the point where we
attribute aspects of our identity to the values represented within the culture. The aspects
of our culture that defines us we devote time and energy into preserving. While this
does not answer the question regarding where culture exists it does seem to suggest that
our culture becomes incorporated into our overall identity and belief system. It seems
that while culture is not something we can easily define it is, in essence, defining us.
Pat Moran (2002) reminds us that we do not need to define the culture that our
students are to learn. However, it is important to note that we are doing more than
simply teaching students to be linguistically competent. Inherent in our language are the
values that lay beneath the visible surface. So while the definition of culture may not be
important certainly the awareness is, as culture affects all of us in one way or another.
As I reflect upon the practice of teaching common greetings to my students, or
even to my own children, I recognize the intricacy and balance involved in the use of
language and the underlying meaning. Typically, in North America as you exchange
greetings you maintain eye contact.

It is also important to smile and respond to

questions asked of you. Most often you refer to adults older than yourself as Mr. and
Mrs. unless they give you permission to call them by their first names, thus,
demonstrating an element of respect for elders. Assuming I pass on these cultural
behaviors and beliefs to my children, when they travel to other countries they will need
to relearn some if not all the behavior. Will they question why you should never look

someone in the eye when you greet them, or why you should bow lower than someone
who is older than you are as opposed to simply referring to them as Mr. or Mrs. or why
you need to kiss someone on the cheek instead of shaking hands? Likely they will
wonder at the difference but while it might seem awkward at first, they will likely learn
these behaviors very quickly.
While it seems that we are able to adapt quickly to some aspects of culture others
are more problematic. It is when the new behavior challenges our value system that we
become resistant to change. By way of example my grandmother existed within a larger
Mennonite community. The community as a whole worked to hold onto their culture.
Within this community hard work, family affiliations and religious dedication were
highly valued. Often, these values were seen as conflicting with the values present
within the Canadian culture as a whole. There was a conscious effort to maintain
separation from certain elements of the culture that were seen as being flamboyant and
excessive. This aspect of my integration into Canadian culture created the most conflict
for me. While my peers at school were influencing me one-way I was being influenced
in another way at home. In my case, I was able to manage this conflict and was able to
adjust my behavior in order to accommodate both cultures. As I look back now I can
appreciate the challenges because they have shaped me. These challenges, fought and
won, have strengthened my understanding of myself.
Libben and Lidner (2001) propose that while you can effectively learn several
languages you essentially have only one culture identity.

Thus, in order to fully

integrate new behavior and beliefs into an already complete system that system must
either be expanded or some of our previous beliefs and behaviors need to be eliminated.

I certainly understand this, as I have to negotiate my own understanding of how my
behavior reflects my values and essentially my cultural identity. While this area could
be a complete study itself I will conclude this thought by identifying the fact that while
my grandparents recognized the need to learn the language they did not intend to lose
their cultural identity.
In a recent pronunciation class we were practicing forms of greetings. In the
process one of my students from The Ukraine informed me that if I was to greet
someone in her country, even an acquaintance, with such lighthearted, spirited banter
they would think I was somewhat crazy. While she seemed intrigued by my explanation
of our North American custom of asking a question we really want no reply to; I can say
with all certainty she will never adopt this behavior and most likely will never use the
“Hi, How are you?” phrase I taught her. As was the case with my grandmother,
Student’s cultural filters seem to have a direct role in facilitating or hindering the
language learning process.
Mckay, in her book Teaching English as an International Language suggests that
materials used in class should be used in such as way as to “encourage students to
reflect on their own culture in relation to others, thus helping to establish a sphere of
interculturality. (McKay 2002) Was this a valuable learning experience for both teacher
and student? Absolutely, we learned something about our own cultural preferences and
about the preferences and resulting behavior of someone else.
It seemed to me that my grandmother was not interested in understanding
Canadian culture. Her goal in coming to Canada was to escape. This safe haven, while
appreciated, was never embraced. It is worth noting here that all my ancestors came to

Canada during this time. Their patterns were all similar in that they all retained the
language (to some degree) and established communities and churches like the ones in
Russia. However, my grandmother intrigued me the most because in her I always
sensed that there was something that kept her distant from using the language and
certainly from the Canadian culture.

Schumann’s Acculturation Model offers a

possible explanation. He proposes that a learner only acquires the language to the
degree that he or she “acculturates”(Schumann 1986) If she had adapted and been a part
of the overall culture would my grandmother have learned the language? I’m not sure,
however, it is my contention that acculturation need not involve abandoning aspects
central to our identities. In my grandmother’s case acculturation was not the goal.
Moving to Canada was essential for my grandparents’ survival as their lives were being
threatened in Russia. Therefore, they were not motivated by a desire to become part of
Canadian culture.

Rather, as my grandmother said in her interview, learning the

language was seen as a part of adjusting to Canadian life. Her preference within the
home was to speak German. She was proud and did not want to abandon her language
however; she recognized the need to learn English as a means of participating in
Canadian culture. What this suggest to me is that in order to help students acquire the
language special attention must be paid to validating past experiences. I must also be
sensitive to the fact that many cultures are present in the classroom and as such exercise
caution in selecting materials and making broad assumptions about how material will be
received. Again, allowing spaces within the class to dialogue and present alternate
views and opinions while stressing the value of diversity and uniqueness even within
cultures. Ultimately, daily activities should hinge around enabling students to make

informed choices regarding cultural behavior. I think that in my grandmother’s case
this may have made a difference in how she viewed learning the language.
When I began teaching English as a Second language I was aware of the fact that
teaching the language would require me to address aspects of culture within my
classroom.

Experience as a third generation Canadian has given me a deeper

understanding of how much is at stake for my students and their families. I can relate to
a story told by Richard Rodriguez, in Watkins (2001) book Lives in Two Languages.
Rodriguez, a first generation Mexican American, describes learning English as a
“betrayal” stating “Once I spoke English with ease, I came to feel guilty. I felt that I
had shattered the intimate bond that had once held the family close. This original sin
against my family told whenever anyone addressed me in Spanish and I responded,
confounded.”
The question for me has been how within my teaching practice do I reconcile my
love of teaching English with my strong convictions and passion for retaining and
appreciating cultural heritage. How do I carry my own feelings of guilt forward as an
asset in my teaching? Early in my career I wasn’t satisfied with my method of teaching
culture.

I sensed that the connections between language and culture were much deeper

and that by daily tapping into students’ understanding of the world, the classroom
experience would be much richer for us all.
Now, after further study and careful reflection on my teaching practices, I have
come to the determination that is not my role to dictate how the language is used or
aspects of culture they will adopt. Instead, It is my role to create a way for students to
begin to investigate who they are in relation not only to the culture they are studying but

also to every culture represented in and out of the classroom. Pat Moran (2001)
describes the teacher’s role as one of guiding students through cultural experience in
order to develop cultural knowing.

My new perspective on teaching culture has

become a process of highlighting uniqueness rather than creating conformity.
“ Having a goal to help humans live as uniquely human means that we should
help facilitate their learning of culture, morals, and values. We can help people
develop as voyagers of the world who welcome challenges and are constantly
engaging with diversity and growing from it. This is contrasted with so many in
our world today who spend so much time and effort vindicating their limited
worldviews because they cannot deal with diversity and differences well or in a
constructive manner.” (Matsumoto 2002)

Recent times have brought cultures into direct contact with one another and the
result, at times, has been catastrophic. We can no longer look at countries in isolation.
Modern travel and technology have done more to link us together than borders have
done to divide us.

More and more we are becoming blended together in a stew as

opposed to melting together in the pot. It has been suggested that an approach which
maybe relevant in today’s world would be an approach “aiming at enabling learners to
mediate attitudes, value-systems and viewpoints of their own culture and those of the
target culture” (Wallner 1995) It’s fascinating to me that while culture is virtually
impossible to define succinctly we can’t ignore its place of importance in the languagelearning classroom.

CHAPTER TWO
WHERE DO CULTURE AND LANGUGE MEET IN MY CLASSROOM

In the previous chapter I asserted that culture is interwoven into every aspect of
our identity. It is, then, my contention that teaching language is, in essence, teaching
culture. As Pat Moran states “Language-and- culture are two sides of the same coin,
especially and always when we immerse ourselves in the culture. Each mirrors the
other, and one is inseparable from the other when we are in the culture”(Moran 2001)
Much about the way we use language relates back to some aspect of culture itself. The
fact, however, that students are engaging in a language learning does not necessarily
imply that they are prepared to participate in an in-depth discussion about their deeply
held cultural beliefs. Rather, I propose that when students feel that their cultural identity
is threatened by conflicting values they see represented in the classroom they may
distance themselves from the process entirely.

This is supported anecdotally by my

grandmother’s experience but also by the research of Libben and Lidner(1996). They
found in their studies with German-Canadians that “when learners acquire second
culture notions that conflict with their first culture elements, different solutions have to
be found. One such solution is for learners to “insulate” themselves against any kind of
change.
“Among the older German-Canadians that were studied, many cherished, for
example, understandings related to family life and marriage. Since many of

these individuals had immigrated to Canada in the 1050’s, they froze their
concepts of family life at a level that was “envogue” in post-war Germany.
Despite the fact that today such concepts are out of style both in Germany and
Canada, migrants continue to preserve them in their original state.”(Libben
Lidner 1996)

In my interview with my grandmother she talked about the fact that when they
came to Canada they established a Mennonite church, settled in communities with other
“of our immigrant people,” and established a private school.

I attended this school,

which is still in existence today and is very much part of our cherished family tradition.
It is interesting to note that while students in the rest of Canada were studying French,
which is the second official language in Canada, we were studying German as our
second language requirement.
In working with students I have discovered that these same patterns exist. I
have many students who have “insulated” themselves from the culture. Many of these
students report that they have lived in the United States most of their adult life but do
not speak English. For many years I have taught classes at the “Farm Labor Camp”, a
community established for migrant farm workers. Within this community Spanish is
spoken as the primary language. In this self-contained community, individuals can
function very well without English. Many of them, especially stay at home moms, have
little need or real opportunity to speak English. Many of them take children or other
adults with them as interpreters when they need to go places where English is spoken.
It is in this environment where I have sensed the trepidation with which they enter not

just the physical space of the classroom but a process where the security of language is
removed and culture evaluated. They want to learn the language, or perhaps need to
learn it, but are not sure what will be scarified in the process.

It is this tightrope

balancing act of holding on and letting go which intrigues me most and leads me to
conclude that above all culture as a concept needs to be infuse all culture into daily
lessons. No one culture or any specific aspect thereof need be stressed but rather
learners should be empowered and validated in their own unique processes. It is through
this awareness then that I seek to discover the very best way to gently mold lessons into
a shape that creates the best possible environment for learning.
My experience suggests that in order to engage students and in order to facilitate
the learning process, students need to make meaningful connections to the material.
Often these connections present themselves in the form of past experiences.

Schema

theory suggests that “every act of comprehension involves one’s knowledge of the
world as well”(Anderson 1984) It would appear that many of my students, like my
grandmother, understand that they need to learn the language but are not conscious of
the fact their cultural filters may interfere in the process. This is an important point as
we consider the material we bring into the classroom. Aebersold and Field (1997) point
out that “when faced with unfamiliar topics, some students may overcompensate for
absent schemata by reading in a slow, text-bound manner; other students may
overcompensate by wild guessing” Therefore, utilizing background knowledge as a
backdrop to overlay new information is one strategy which, in my experience, has been
effective. This has added a new dimension to my teaching and has prompted me to look

for ways to utilize student’s past and present experiences as a means of transmitting
linguistic and cultural understanding.
During my studies at the School for International Training I became aware of the
fact that I was limiting my teaching by not allowing students’ voices a greater place of
prominence in the classroom. As such, I developed more engaging activities. I have
given samples of such work in the following chapter. My ultimate goal in doing this is
to help students acquire language and as a result help them gain a deeper understanding
of their own unique cultural identities.
Pat Moran (2001) asserts that there are times that separation of language and
culture can benefit students as it allows students to focus on the mastery of the
language. In the early stages of language learning, learners may not have the vocabulary
to talk about culture so introducing topics which would require them to articulate
opinions and beliefs would be frustrating and de-motivating. Rather, time is well-spent
teaching vocabulary and sentence structure prior to introducing cultural implications.
Diane Larsen-Freeman (2003), proposes, “Acquisition is a gradual process involving
the mapping of form, meaning, and use.”, and Chomsky proposed that “ . . . Language
acquisition was not a product of habit formation, but rather one of rule formation.”
(Larsen Freeman and Long 1991) It is important here to note “ . . . while both L1 and
L2 learners pass through stages on the way to acquiring the final grammar, only the
latter get stuck at different interim stages of acquisition.” (Todeva Proceedings 1992)
Research done by Higgs and Clifford (1991) supports the need for correct input at early
acquisitions in that if incorrect learning strategies are applied students may “. . .
fossilize prematurely, their subsequent modification or ultimate correction is rendered

difficult to the point of impossibility. . . Experience shows that even if students learn (as
distinct from “acquire”) grammatical rules later on, they find themselves quite unable to
do what they know.” (Higgs and Clifford 1991) It follows then that students need to
develop an understanding of the language before they can apply it.
In the process of language development first and foremost, I need to empower
students through giving them a basic understanding of the language structures
(vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure), and second, to allow them to use
language collaboratively in a process of exploration in order to promote what Swain
(1993) calls the “hypothesis testing” Swain suggests that practicing the language not
only serves to enhance fluency but it also serves to promote “noticing” as learners
become aware of the “the gap” between what they want to say and what they can say.
“It may bring to their attention something they need to discover about their L2” or it
may serve to “consolidate their existing knowledge”. (Swain and Lapkin 1994)
Another import aspect of supplying learning opportunities for students is to
enable students to use appropriate language as they participate in the culture. Here I
apply principals of Vygotsky’s theory and use the environment and group work as a
means of working within and elevating students Zone of Proximal Development.
(Mitchell and Myles 2002) In my multilevel classroom I have found that through group
work students collaboratively work together to understand the language structures.
They can use these structures to express thoughts and opinions, to communicate ideas,
to resolve inner conflict, to share important knowing about the world, and to create a
community within the classroom and beyond.

The classroom is a place where students must reconcile past and present
experiences and where barriers to learning the language can be addressed. While I have
argued that language and culture are linked, I propose that with this comes a great
responsibility. Students must be permitted to move through the learning process
recognizing that at each stage of development they have an opportunity to deepen their
awareness of themselves. In planning lessons that deal directly with culture it is
important to have clear objectives.

Pat Moran (2001) outlines ten culture specific

outcomes that teachers and students should seek for themselves. These outcomes
include; “culture-specific understanding, culture-general understanding, competence,
adaptation, social change, and identity.” Moran (2001) Culture lessons, such, as one I
present in the next chapter, can be a useful way to expand students’ awareness of the
many aspects of culture.
Where does culture and language meet in my classroom? It meets in every
aspect of every interaction. The teaching of language and culture is one of the “great
things” and IT is why I love to teach. “When we are at our best, it is because the grace
of great things has evoked from us the virtues that give educational community its finest
form.” (Palmer 1998)
We invite diversity into our community not because it is politically correct but
because diverse viewpoints are demanded by the manifold mysteries of great
thing. We embrace ambiguity not because we are confused or indecisive but
because we understand the inadequacy of our concepts to embrace the vastness
of great things. We welcome creative conflict not because we are angry or
hostile but because conflict is required to correct our biases and prejudices about

the nature of great things. We practice honesty not only because we owe it to
one another but because to lie about what we have seen would be to betray the
truth of great things. We experience humility not because we have fought and
lost but because humility is the only lens through which great things can be
seen- and once we have seen them humility is the only posture possible. We
become free men and women through education not because we have
privileged information but because the tyranny in any form can be overcome
only by including the grace of great things. (Palmer 1998) (Bolding added by
author)

When presented with the task of weaving language and culture together in the
fabric of daily lessons I see the responsibility of imparting knowledge of the language
but beyond that I see a world of possibilities.

I see beyond the chairs and the

chalkboard of the classroom to see “Great things” that are possible both in and out of
the classroom.

In the following chapter I present how I have linked my understanding

of language acquisition with my assumptions of learning.

CHAPTER THREE
LINKING ASSUMPTIONS TO CLASSROOM APPLICATION

In presenting language and culture I am currently working with four basic
assumptions. First, students at higher levels of proficiency should be invited to use
language to express their own unique identity and worldview. Second, students who are
limited in their linguistic ability need lessons that facilitate language learning by making
meaningful connections between language and culture and language and selfexpression. Third, students at all levels benefit by making daily connections between
language acquisition and their own lives. Finally, the process of explicitly exploring
culture within the classroom promotes an increased self-awareness and increased
multicultural awareness. These assumptions provide me with a foundation from which
lesson topics, plans and activities are built. The following are lessons that have been
built upon these assumptions.

Assumption # 1: Students at higher levels of proficiency should be invited to use
language to express their own unique identity and worldview.

LESSON # 1 Reading and writing responses
This activity is used to target intermediate to high intermediate students and has been
used as a homework assignment. Their task is to copy a passage from a book then
relate it back as personal experience.

Skills Addressed:
Reading and writing
Grammar and punctuation
Learning objectives:
Students will read for enjoyment.
Interpret descriptive narratives from authentic materials selected with regard to reader’s
background and student’s cultural background on familiar topics.
Use verb tenses and forms accurately including passive voice and conditional tenses.
Write complex sentences with correct punctuation.

The following is the original work of Beronica Velazquez February 2004.
(The bold type signifies the passage she chooses and the italicized copy is her
response to it.)
“Rosa has always loved to sing. When she was little, she used to sing the
family to sleep. Jose smiles and thinks about when Rosa was a little girl. He closes
his eyes. Jose remembers many nights in shacks like this one. We live a hard life,
Jose thinks. But it’s a good life”

I think sometimes like Jose. We had a hard life because we had to work hard
with my father, but I know that my father was always working to give us a better life. I
remember when my mom told my little sister “it’s time to sleep, drink some milk and eat
cookies. Beronica, you help me to put some food in a bag to bring it to your father.”
My sister was to watch my other brothers while my mom and I come back. My father
returned at 12:00pm sometimes very wet from the weather. He was working in the field.
But when Sunday arrived my father played with all of us and we ate together and he
helped us with our homework. When he needed to be at school he was always on time.
I appreciate that. All of my brothers worked hard but always together. Well, sometimes
my father had to come to USA to work because the life in Mexico was hard. Like Jose
we lived a hard life, but it’s a good life because too many people have all but never play
with their children. Because they have all they are busy making more money. They
have all but where is the family?

Reflection: The results I am seeing in my classroom suggest that selecting
material that resembles students’ own experiences is an effective method of teaching
reading and writing skills. Students have reported that they enjoy reading the text and
have been turning work in to me on a regular basis without any reminders. I have noted
that with each entry students have been writing longer passages, making more and more
connections to the book. I have been able to use writing samples as a means of applying
reading and writing rubrics and as such have been able to document progress. I have
also been able to identify patterns of errors in their writing which has directed my
teaching.

Most students have demonstrated the ability to compare and contrast values
within cultures. I have noticed that this exercise is most successful when students’ lives
clearly resemble the lives of the characters in the book.

Assumption # 2: Beginners need lessons that progress through deliberate stages of
development. I have found Pat Moran’s model of Language to learn culture (Moran
2001) useful to follow when working through thematic units.
Moran: Language-and- culture
Source: Moran, Pat. Teaching Culture: Perspectives in practice, (Boston, Mass: Heinle
& Heinle, 2001)

Cultural
dimensions
Products
Practices
Perspectives
Communities
Persons

The Nature of Language and Culture
The language is used to describe and manipulate
products
The language is used to participate in cultural practice
The language used to identify, explain, and justify
perspectives
The language used to participate appropriately in
cultural communities
the language individuals use to express their unique
with the culture

cultural
cultural
specific
identity

LESSON # 2 Health care: going to the doctor

This is an example of a thematic unit taught in a multilevel classroom. This unit
was taught over a two-week period. The class meets twelve hours per week. In the
beginning, activities are centered on acquiring vocabulary associated with parts of the
body and medical ailments. Students are given the basic sentence structure and practice
expressing needs. Students use the language through role-plays such as going to the
doctor, setting up appointments and calling in sick. They use the phone book to look up
various health professions in the community and learn how to report an emergency.
Toward the end of the unit, students practice using the language to prescribe
their own remedies for common ailments and describe their course of action when they
or family members become ill. Finally, students look at the global issue of health care
by relating experiences or opinions regarding similarities and differences between the
health care in the US with the systems they have in their native countries.

Skills Addressed:
Reading, writing, listening and speaking

Learning objectives:
By the end of this unit students will be able to:


Use vocabulary related to parts of the body



Describe ailments and basic needs



Read and follow prescriptions



Fill out personal information on a medical history form



Demonstrate the ability to use language context through role-play conversations
between patient, receptionist and between patient and doctor.



Make appointments and call in sick using the telephone.



Recognize different health care options available to them in this community.



State opinions regarding types of medical treatment and compare and contrast
health care in the US with health care in their home countries.

Reflection
Language learning was measured by completing reading, speaking, writing and
listening tasks. By the end of this session, students were able to correctly identify body
parts and use basic language to discuss various ailments.
Within this unit, we were able to explore ways in which we care for our sick.
This is a vital part of any culture and speaks to a value that is placed on health within
society. As time progressed we began comparing and contrasting health care in the
USA with other countries. We discussed aspects of health care such as benefits through
work and cost of insurance premiums. I became aware that many of students perceived
that health care in the USA was designed to benefit the rich, as insurance is too costly
for many. I was also told that many of them had not been to the doctor for over ten
years. As it happened, things became very real when I came to class one day and told
my students that one of my daughter’s was sick with the flu. Everyone was very
sympathetic in offering best wishes for her quick recovery (we had practiced that too).
One of the older mothers in the class began to tell me how to best care for my ailing

child. With great pride she told me that she had three grown children of her own and
had nursed them through many illnesses. As I shifted from my role as benefactor to
recipient, I appreciate the wonderful wisdom and love this woman had for not only her
children but for mine and she demonstrated to me that motherhood is one of the central
aspects of our identities that transcends all cultural and language barriers.

Assumption # 3: Students retain information and learn more quickly when learning is
done through making real life connections.

LESSON # 3 Grammar lesson
This is an example of a lesson that is used to teach the present continuous verb
tenses in a multilevel classroom. In this particular activity students generated meaning
by using verbs that describe routine chores that they perform around the house or in the
community. Students write one of the verbs on a note card. Cards are shuffled and each
student selects a new card. After everyone reads and understands their verb they begin
to act it out while lively music is playing. As the music fades students identify what
others are doing.

Skills Addressed
Speaking, listening, writing

Learning objective:



Students learn the form, meaning and use of the continuous verb, present and
past tense.



Students write three or four sentences using the proper form to describe present
and past events in their daily lives.



Students write about significant people and reflect on what they maybe doing
now.



Level IV students write a personal letter to a relative or friend telling them what
they are doing now.



Students will consider how different locations in the world lend themselves to a
difference in how we perform the events of our daily lives.

Reflection:

It has been beneficial for me to present grammar in an active way as

opposed to simply teaching grammar from a textbook. I have had more success in
conveying rules and forms of use and students are prepared to practice using the
textbook as reinforcement. Students are performing well which seems to imply that they
are retaining information from the lessons and are in fact able to apply it.
It was helpful to have the form (auxiliary + base form + ing) and a few
examples written on the board so that students could refer to them when making their
sentences.

I built on this activity by asking everyone to think about someone they

know who currently lives in another country.

They then write about this person

describing what they might be doing now. I asked higher-level students to write a letter
to a family member or friend.

As we considered what loved ones maybe doing we compared and contrasted
activities in our lives. I found that embedding the grammar in this topic worked really
well which only makes sense as “in language teaching, everything is connected to
everything else.”(Larsen-Freeman 2003)

Assumption # 4: “Materials should be used in such a way that students are encouraged
to reflect on their own culture in relations to others, thus helping establish a sphere of
interculturality. (McKay 2002)

LESSON # 4 Whitman Mission –field trip
During this unit students will explore the incidents that took place as emigrants
traveled west on the Oregon Trail to Walla Walla and settled at the Whitman Mission.
Specifically we will look at the life of the settlers and the Cayuse and the conflict that
arouse and ultimately ended in tragedy.
This was a very comprehensive study that took place over several lesson
periods.
Day #1
A Whitman Mission/ National Park Ranger showed the students a video in their L1
telling the story of the Whitman Mission. Then students read the story in a jigsaw fashion
with each group reading about specific aspects of the story. They then contributed pieces
of the story and we reconstructed the events together. The Park Official answered
questions and expanded on the information in the reading.

Plenty of realia was brought into the classroom so students could interact with
cultural artifacts including; toys, games, clothing, and maps. The materials were set up in
stations and Ss rotated between various stations in order to facilitate work in small
groups.
Day #2
A fieldtrip to the Mission sight
Day # 3
Students were divided into mixed level groups and were asked to discuss the experiences
they had over the past several days. They were to answer the following questions in
groups.

QUESTIONS
What had you heard or read about the Whitman Mission before the field trip?
How do you feel about what happened?
Why do you think this event happened?
Do you know of any similar conflicts that took place in you native country? What were
the results?
The results of their discussion lead us into the following lesson that consisted of students
sharing information about the Huichol Indians of Mexico.
Day #4
Ss talked about the Huichol Indians of Mexico. (They brought in a doll and some music
and literature about the cultural center in Seattle) We used a Venn diagram as a means of
comparing and contrasting the two cultures and their history within their respective

countries.

This also leads us into a discussion regarding preserving your cultural

heritage.

Skills Addressed:
Reading, writing, speaking, listening
Learning objectives:


*Students will identify where the mission is located and use a map to determine
the best route to get there.



Students will use basic vocabulary to describe basic objects and activities
associated with the Whitman Mission.



Students will reflect on how various aspects of the story make them feel.



Students will reflect collaboratively and state opinions regarding caused this
incident to happen



Students will learn about and to relate details of the story back to similar
experiences in their own countries.

Reflection:

Many students, while aware of the mission’s existence, really had no

knowledge of its history. During this process they were able to learn about a vital part of
the areas history. This was a very rich and full experience in that students were able to
connect the story using a variety of mediums. Not only was this successful in presenting
aspects of the local history but it was an effective means of engaging in self-exploration. I
personally was deeply impact by this experience as it represents so clearly how a lack of
understanding can lead to a tragedy.

Students demonstrated an awareness of the

connection they felt between the history of the Cayuse and the Huichol Indians. They
brought in artifacts and music that represented that culture.

We did some online

exploration and discovered that there is a culture center for the Huichol Indians in Seattle
Washington which focuses on cultural preservation.

CONCLUSION
It is my conviction that theory informs practice. I am even more deeply
convinced that generating awareness around culture is not only beneficial for my
students but it is critical to their success in my classroom.

I have argued that learning

in the classroom is dependant upon an ability to teach language needed for
communication (in the form of developing vocabulary and grammar) and an ability to
make connections with students’ lives. Based upon my assumption that culture resides
within each of us, it is my contention that culture is equally present in aspects of
learning and as such needs to be considered as I plan (and teach) daily lessons.
The purpose of this study has been to establish a need to find ways to connect
students past experiences to present learning. To validate the need for spaces within the
lesson plan to honor students’ individual cultures. In this way, culture becomes
beneficial not only to the individual student but to the learning community. As we
embrace difference of opinions and diversity within the classroom we gain greater
insight into “The unique ways that people have lived their lives, their histories, their
experiences, their interests, outlooks, and intentions-all these blend together in a single
person with a distinct and dynamic cultural identity.”(Moran 2001)
My study has in no way exhausted this topic. I have chosen to focus on only a
small aspect of culture. The breadth of this topic could be explored in a variety of ways. I
have highlighted research and addressed issues that are pertinent to my current teaching.

What I have discovered is that by linking cultural awareness to daily lessons culture
topics become integrated into larger topic areas. This process allows students to use
language to reflect on aspects of their own culture, as well as many other cultures. This
has created a community of learners who demonstrate a genuine interest in each other.
My task here has been to develop an approach for teaching language and culture
and to begin to form lessons around assumptions. A question, which remains
unanswered for me, is what is the process of identity negotiation for the second
generation? What are the issues this generation faces in adjusting to new cultural
expectations? How is the process of determining what values will be passed on to the
next generation determined? Further study on this topic might also include developing
tools that could be used to assess increased self-awareness and student success. Finally,
as I have stated, this study relates directly to my context. Further study could involve a
more global look at learners who do not live within the target culture.
In conclusion, I would like to thank my grandmother, for through her experience
as an immigrant to Canada, she created my longing and deepened my understanding of
my students’. It is her voice that reminds me that every student has a story to tell. In
the process of writing this paper, I came across a document written by my
grandmother’s sister. In this document she tells her story. In the work entitled Einlagethe village that Vanished, my great aunt, Catherina Martens -Berg (1990) describes the
village where she grew up. She speaks of the beauty of the place where she and
grandma grew up and played as children. She speaks of the hardship as the war came
and forever changed them.

She concludes, “Today there remains only beautiful

memories, but they too are already fading. Soon the splendid scenery, the beautiful

village and its occupants, the whispering oak forest, will be gone and forgotten-our
lovely Einlage is no more.” She goes on to say that “I am writing these lines in the year
1990.

My grandchildren and great-grandchildren who know nothing of my home

village will read them, and they will then know who their ancestors were and recognize
their fate until circumstances took them to Canada. These reminiscences comprise the
bittersweet memories of my home village. They describe life in its fine streets and
roadways, but also relate the conditions for its demise as it disappeared years ago. It is
no more and will soon have fallen into oblivion, the waves of the romantic Dnepr roll
over the meadows and orchards where I played as a child. I am old now, but the
memories of my beautiful home village forever haunt me. I hope they will find an echo
in the hearts of my descendants. (Berg-Martens 1990)
Is my study finished here? I’m not really sure. Or maybe I am because as I
listen to my Grandmothers recorded voice again after all these years I realize that I
never forgot her words and as I read the words of great aunt Catherina, I am aware of
why- the echo is in fact alive in me.
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